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Preface
This bulletin represents another step in the research effort sponsored
cooperatively by the Fire Prevention Research Project, Southern Forest
Experiment Station of the U.S. Forest Service, and the Department of
Rural Sociology at Louisiana State University. The work on this particular study also involved cooperation with members of the Mississippi
State University Social Science Research Center.
The research project for this report was administered through the
Department of Rural Sociology, Louisiana State University.
The authors wish to express appreciation for the cooperation and
assistance given them by members of the Fire Prevention Research project
team and the Mississippi State University Social Science Research Institute. Special recognition is deserved by: Mr. Tony Altobellis, Mr.
Wesley Baird, Mr. Larry Doolittle, Mr. Merlin J. Dixon, Dr. Arthur
Jones, Dr. Harold Kaufman, Dr. Berch W. Henry, Dr. William Heffernan, and Dr. Pedro Hernandez.
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Roles of Local Opinion Leaders
In
the Communication of
Forest Fire Prevention Messages

Potential

Ben

E.

Dickerson and Alvin

L.

Bertrand*

Introduction

The study described in this report was designed to contribute at the
practical level to the fire prevention objectives of the Southern Forest
Experiment Station, the various State Forestry Commissions, and other
agencies devoted to lowering the rate of forest incendiarism. Continued
high rates of man-caused woods fires indicate that fire prevention messages have not been effectively communicated in certain communities
and neighborhoods. The Southern region of the United States, for
example, has had a 38.1 per cent increase in number of fires and a 66.2
per cent increase in the number of acres burned from 1961 to 1967. 1 Yet
this region has been the consistent target of mass media and other types
of messages designed to change existing fire attitudes and practices. The
problem, as reported by Griessman and Bertrand, is not one of fire prevention message reception. 2 Rather, it is one of selective perception.
The woods burner does not perceive that the messages being sent via
TV, radio, newspapers, or bill boards have relevance for his activities.
His selective interpretation of fire information received via the mass
media apparently is rationalized in terms of economic and other motives
which lie behind deliberate fire setting activities in rural communities. 3
The above suggests that, to transmit successfully fire prevention messages, approaches to communication in some areas must be different
from those used irr other places. A clue to an approach that has been
successful in certain rural communities was suggested by the findings of
a recent study made by Doolittle. 4 He found the planners of successful
*Former graduate student (now Assistant Professor of Sociology, Stephen F. Austin
University, Nacogdoches, Texas), and Professor, Department of Rural Sociology, Louisiana State University, respectively.
Southern region, as here denned, includes: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia,
Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Oklahoma, Tennessee, and
Texas. See the summaries of "Forest Fire Statistics" (1964 to 1967), prepared by the
Division of Cooperative Forest Fire Control, Forest Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture.
2
Eugene Griessman and Alvin L. Bertrand, Factors Related to Communication of
Forest Fire Prevention Messages, Louisiana Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin
No. 623, Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical
College, 1967.

3 Arthur R.
Jones, M. Lee Taylor, and Alvin L. Bertrand, Some Human Factors in
Woods Burning, Louisiana Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin No. 601, Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1965.
4 Max Larry Doolittle, "Forest Residents and Forest Fires: A Case Study Approach,"
unpublished Master's thesis, Mississippi State University, State College, 1967.
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prevention programs had made use of knowledge obtained
and inter-group relations to determine individuals
leadership
about
who might play a key role in transmitting fire prevention messages. The
study reported here was designed to test Doolittle's conclusion within a
particular setting.
forest fire

Objectives of the Study

The study was designed in light of the clues outlined above and took
basic inspiration from the fact that no one had investigated the role
that local leaders might play or could potentially play in the effective
communication of fire prevention messages. The specific aims in mind

its

To identify the various individuals who might influence
residents to change their practice of burning. This type of individual was considered to be the intervening link or factor in the communication process from the sender to the recipient of a fire prevention
message. 5 (2) To identify, describe, and analyze the types of communicator roles played by these opinion leaders and to classify these
were:

(1)

woods

roles according to their characteristics. It was assumed that if something
were known of the behavior of local leaders, it would be feasible to
approach them for assistance in decreasing the rate of forest fires within

their local setting. (3)

To

characterize individuals playing the various

communicator roles in terms of their personal-social characterand their attitudes toward forest fire. With regard to this aim, it

types of
istics,

was considered worthwhile to determine if opinion leaders represented a
special type of person and if such persons tended to have negative views
toward fire prevention.

The Study Area
study community was selected in collaboration with Forest Servpersonnel and other knowledgeable persons. Star community was
6 The community is located in the rural
selected for several reasons.
South, where there is a high incidence of man-caused forest fires. In
addition there was forest land within the study location which was

The

ice

protected by national, state, and private fire control agencies. Finally,
the community selected had not been the site of previous investigations,
and there was no fear of research "contamination."
The part of the community studied included approximately 240
families and covered an area of 42 square miles. A large corporation
owned about 1,400 acres near the center of the geographical area of
Star. Almost 30 per cent of the remaining land area was divided in ownership plots of 500 acres or more, with the largest individual holding
totaling some 1,800 acres. The remainder of the holdings were small
(under a hundred acres) and were owned by individuals who worked
part-time elsewhere.
The area was heavily forested and the rate of forest
5 Melvin

Company,
6

The

L.

DeFleur, Theories of Mass Communication,
pp. 129-133.
of the community

New

fires

was extreme-

York: David

Inc., 1966,

real

name

is

not given, in the interest of anonymity.

4

McKay

high. Fire occurrence rates for the study area had averaged 18 to 20
per cent higher during the period 1959-60 through 1966-67 than the
rates for the entire county in which it was located.
Three small Protestant churches served the area. The school in the
community had recently closed, and the students from the area were
attending schools located outside of the community. The population
studied was made up of neighbor groups which formed part of the community area trading center. 7 This pattern of settlement and social
organization has relevance in that it is typical of many areas within the
ly

rural South.

Methodological Procedures
Several procedures were used in the implementation of the study.
first problem was the identification of local opinion leaders. Two
procedures were followed in order to have a validation check. First, a
directive interview was conducted with every household head in the
area. 8 Completed questionnaires were obtained from 230 of the 244
resident household heads. Each of these respondents was asked to identify persons whom he considered to be neighborhood influentials, that

The

persons whose opinions were respected with regard to local issues.
144 persons were identified, but only 38 names were mentioned
as often as three times. Pertinent information about the respondents
and their families, such as age, education, income, social participation,
and their beliefs and attitudes about woodlands and woods burning, was
also obtained.
The second research approach was in the nature of a focused interview with a sample of 18 community leaders (not necessarily residents
of the study neighborhood area). The latter were selected because of
their position, such as county agent, professional foresters, ministers,
and bankers. 9 These individuals were also asked to identify the opinion
leaders in the study locale. Persons who were identified by both neighborhood household heads and formal community leaders as being influential on local issues were considered to be opinion leaders. Thirty such
leaders were identified by name in this manner, although one refused to
is,

Some

participate in the study.
The third procedural step was to interview a selected number (12)
of the opinion leaders identified in the first two steps to determine what
type of communicator roles they played. In order to determine the

7 Bardin Nelson's definition of the rural neighborhood was used in this research: "A
rural neighborhood is a group of people experiencing social interaction within a
localized area with one or two social institutions as the focal point or means by which
the area can be identified physically." See: Alvin L. Bertrand, Rural Sociology, New

York: McGraw-Hill Book
8

The

Company,

Inc., 1956,

directive interview technique

Chapter

6.

based on a predetermined

set of questions
asked of respondents interviewed.
^he focused interview is different from other interview techniques in that (1) it
takes place with persons known to have been involved in a particular concrete situation, (2) it refers specifically to situations which have been analyzed prior to the interview, (3) it proceeds on the basis of an interview guide which outlines the major
areas of inquiry, and (4) it is focused on subjective experiences.
is

5

nature of the communicator roles an opinion leader played, he was asked
what part he or other persons played in connection with three selected
issues that had faced the people in the study locale within the past
decade. 10 These issues were: whether or not to consolidate schools, how
to dispose of vacated school properties once consolidation was accomplished, and whether or not to establish and pay for a community water
system. The responses of these individuals indicated what they and
others had done, and it was possible to determine that they had played
three communicator type roles. These roles will be identified in a later
section of this report.

The Approach of the Study

From a theoretical standpoint, the study was conceived as falling
within the realm of role theory. The problem was the isolation and
classification of roles related to the communication of messages in neighborhood groups. In this regard, the findings of previous research suggested that informal social relationships played significant roles in modifying the manner in which a given individual would act upon a message
which came to his attention via mass media. 11 Therefore, it was conceived that fire prevention messages would have to be transmitted within
the context of local actors in a local setting to be effective in communities such as the study locale. This point of view was in keeping
with a theory proposed by Paul Lazarsfeld and his colleagues. They
suggested that communication on certain issues and in certain settings
is not a direct process, but rather a two-step flow of information. The
first step involves the interception of messages from TV, radio, and
press, and the second step is the interpretation of these messages to
actors within local settings, such as homes, neighborhoods, and communities. 12 The interactional mechanisms through which a message
13 Roles, as structural parts of
is processed are reciprocal role relations.
status-positions, thus serve to link two positions. Within the above frame
of reference, it was conceived that the status-position of an opinion
leader could serve as the focus for the second step in the two-step flow
of communication, because it ostensibly contained a communicator role
in its make-up. This assumption set the stage for the analysis which
follows.

of the study area were selected at random and were asked to name the
issues confronting them and their neighbors in the last few years.
The three issues selected were the ones most often mentioned.
11 DeFleur, op. cit.
10

five

Members

most important

F. Lazarfeld, Bernard Berelson, and Hazel Goudet, The People's Choice,
York: Columbia University Press, 1948.
13 Frederick L. Bates, "Positions, Status and Role: A Reformulation of Concepts,"
Social Forces, Vol. 34, No. 4, May 1956, pp. 313-321, and "Institutions, Organizations,
and Communities: A General Theory of Complex Structures," The Pacific Sociological
Review, Vol. 3, No. 2, Fall 1960, pp. 59-70; Robert J. Dolan, "An Analysis of the Role
Structure of a Complex Occupation with Special Emphasis on the Value and Role
Orientations Associated With the County Agent Status," Ph.D. dissertation, Louisiana
State University, June 1963, Vol. I; and Alvin L. Bertrand, Basic Sociology, New York:
Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1967.
12 Paul

New
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Local Opinion Leaders
Identification of

and the Communication Process

Opinion Leaders

The interviews conducted with household heads in the study area
were, as mentioned, the first step in the identification of local opinion
leaders. Some 144 persons were named by the 230 individuals interviewed in response to the question, "Who are the individuals whose
opinion you respect most with regard to important local issues?" The
fact that 38 names were mentioned three or more times provided some
evidence for the identification of the most respected opinion leaders.
At this point it is of interest to review the reasons given for naming
a person as a leader. Each of the respondents interviewed was invited to
give some reason or reasons for selecting the individuals he named as
influential or important to the community. Answers to this question
were tabulated and seven categories of responses were isolated. (See
Table 1.) More reasons than interviewees appear because some individuals gave more than one reason for naming a particular leader.

TABLE

1.

—Respondents' Reasons for Selecting Individuals

ais

Opinion Leaders

Number

Per Cent
12.6

Personal traits

85
45
100
128

Significant other*
Personal services

238
50

35.4

27

4.1

673

100.0

Perceived Reasons

Community involvement
Religious involvement

Community

service

Miscellaneous

Total

6.7
14.8
19.0

7.4

*"Significant other" refers to any person whom another individual identifies with
and uses as a standard for self-evaluation and as a source for personal values and goals.

A

scrutiny of

Table

1

shows two interesting findings:

(1) a relatively

large percentage of respondents named a person or persons as leaders
because he or they were "significant others," and (2) the importance
attached to community involvement (including community service) as

a criterion for leadership.

implication of these two findings appears to be the pattern by
people organize their relationship with one another. In
other words, it appears that greater emphasis is given to the network of
friendship relations and practice of mutual cooperation in neighbor

The

which

local

groups than to other

activities. 14

A

neighbor group is composed of a network of primary relationships with no
membership boundaries often 5 to 15 rural families. See: Selz C. Mayo and
William E. Barnett, "Neighbor-Group An Informal System of Communities," Rural
14

—

definite

Sociology, 1952, pp. 337-37

—

1.

7

Determination of Communicator Roles of Opinion Leaders
the interviews with opinion leaders it was determined that
communicator
they and others had clearly played several roles of the
for beginning
responsible
were
individuals
certain
example,
type. For
had been in
talk about the water system. These individuals apparently

From

and had
touch with representatives of the Federal Housing Authority
for comavailable
was
assistance
financial
federal
that
informed
been
munity water systems. They no doubt had also become convinced of the
wells and
superiority of a central or collective system over individual
trace but can be
to
difficult
is
feeling
latter
the
of
source
The
pumps.
assumed to be related to experience with town water systems.
Other persons were identified as the ones initiating discussion on
these indithe school consolidation program. It was determined that
who had
officials
school
state
viduals had had discussions with local and
consolidated
of
sense,
economic
an
in
necessity,
convinced them of the
tax reveschools. The argument raised was that there were not enough
were
nues to support more than one school. Some five different leaders
the
of
disposal
and
use
for
ideas
of
source
the
found to have been
vacated school property.
was
In the latter instance, it appears that the inspiration for action
five initiators had a different
the vacated school property could best be used. One
"old folks"
leader wanted a trade school set up, another wanted an
for various
center
community
a
wanted
third
a
home for local people,
buildings to
types of civic activities, and a fourth wanted to sell the

entirely a local

notion as to

phenomenon. Four of the

how

of note that this issue has not been settled to date.
to
is that it has taken a relatively long time
writers
The thesis of the
whereas in the
get the various leaders to agree on one "best" plan,
local churches. It

is

two issues— both culminated successfully— this probstudy area is now served by a community-wide
lem did not exist.
no
water system and a consolidated school. The facts that there were
from
obtained
was
help
that
leaders offering strong alternatives and
outside the area no doubt helped bring these actions about.
did
Interestingly, it was also discovered that certain opinion leaders
from
idea
the
of
worth
the
of
not initiate messages but were convinced
had
listening to the initiators of messages and began relaying what they
of
heard to others in the area. Still others consulted with the first set
were
and
message
right
the
heard
local leaders to determine if they had
instance of the

first

The

score,
interpreting correctly the action advocated. Once reassured on this
to local
they had proceeded to serve as a communicator of the message
neighborhood groups in which they held positions of influence. All in
large part a function of
all, it became evident that local action was in

communication on the part of

local

—

opinion leaders

to

one another and

to other local people.

Classification of

Communicator Roles Played by Opinion Leaders

Contemplation of the above patterns of communication suggested
played by
that there was not one but three types of communicator roles
8

opinion leaders. Each of these roles could be seen as active at one
time or another and in a different contextual setting.
The first type of communicator role was classed as an initiator role
in that the actor originated the message within local circles. In other
words, he was the first to bring the information into the area. At this
point, it should be noted that the respondents' answers to queries relative to the kind of role played by a local leader made it possible to
classify these leaders according to the communicator roles delineated.
In instances where it was apparent a leader played more than one role,
he was classed in the more important role group. A tabulation of the
response received showed high agreement (83 per cent) as to who played
the initiation role in connection with the various issues mentioned

local

before.

Those playing initiator roles apparently influenced the persons who
played the next type of communicator role. This second type was tagged
a legitimizer role in that the opinion leader who played the role affirmed
the worth of the message brought by the initiator and thus enhanced its
chances for positive reception. Usually the legitimizer's contacts were
more widespread than those of the initiator but still did not reach everyone. There was also a strong consensus (81 per cent) on the individuals
who played this type of role, as determined by a review of their comments.
The third level of communicator role played was classed as a diffuser role. The opinion leaders playing this role took their cues from
those serving as legitimizers and carried the message to clusters of
families over whom they exercised influence. Again, it was possible
to determine that there was overwhelming agreement (91 per cent) on
the leaders who played this type of role.
It should be noted that the type of communicator role played by an
opinion leader varied from issue to issue. This variation was obviously
a function of the interests of the leader. Some of them felt more involved
or felt they had more to gain by promoting certain issues. In this regard
it seems a good strategy for action programs would be to attempt to
interest local leaders in the aims of the program. To illustrate, the leader
who wishes to start some kind of action would make an effort to contact
and convince a certain number of other leaders, so that they would
become his legitimizers and diffusers. However, he himself could and
would play legitimizer and diffuser roles. Every opinion leader, it was
discovered, had a group of families over whom he exercised almost total
15
influence, achieved through kinship and other structural relations.
He was thus in a position to play all three types of communicator roles.
However, it was clear that the majority of those playing diffuser roles
seldom played initiator or legitimizer roles. By contrast, those playing
initiator roles almost always played the other two roles also. Legitimizers were also always diffusers and occasionally served as initiators of
15 Donald
Shoemaker and Harold L. Nix have elaborated a notion of exchange
J.
relationships which give opinion leaders their position of power. See: Donald J. Shoemaker and Harold L. Nix, "The Accumulation and Utilization of Community Influence
Through Exchange and Coordinative Relationships." Paper delivered at the annual
meeting of the Southern Sociological Society in New Orleans, April 1969.

9

messages. It should be noted that all leaders were classed according to
the role they played most often.
The above classification of roles has a significance for the communication of fire prevention and other types of messages. Clearly the "flow of
communication" is not as simple a process as some have supposed. This
fact suggests that change agents must not only work with local opinion
leaders, but must be sure they select the right opinion leaders to work
with, that is, those who have an interest in or are in accord with the
innovation sought. In this regard, change agents can assume that communicator roles may be latent or inactive in the status-positions of the
leaders,

but they are always open

to activation

by the proper stimuli.

The Characteristics of Communicator Roles
communicator roles were identified and classified the
each role to determine its structural or socioanalyze
next step was to
logical characteristics. Such characteristics provide clues as to how these
roles might be articulated and bring about change in behavior.
classification worked out by Bertrand was used in this part of the study.
This classification is based on the behavioral aspects of roles. Seven such

Once

types of

A

dimensions can be recognized
1.

as follows: 16

The "structural" distance of the role, or the number of system
boundaries separating the position of one actor from other actors.
In other words, how many different groups such as families, neighborhoods, and communities separate the two persons in interaction.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

of reciprocality of the role, or the number of other
persons activated by a single role played by a given person. In
other words, the number of persons who are affected by the be-

The range

havior of an actor.
The orientation of the role with respect to group boundaries, or
whether all the actors are located within or without a given group.
In other words, whether both persons in interaction belong to the
same family or community, or whether one is an outsider.
The temporal span of the role, or how long a period of time the
interaction between actors covers. In other words, how long the
contact between individuals is maintained.
The permissive character of the role, or the tolerance range of
behavior permitted in actor relationships. In other words, the
leeway allowed in behavior, i.e., whether or not deviation in behavior is allowed.
The perceived importance of the role to. group survival, or the
importance attached to the role by actors. In other words, how
serious the particular act is considered.
The clarity of the role, or the extent to

which

actors agree

on the

behavioral requirements of the role. In other words, how well the
two actors understand what is expected from each other.
16 Alvin

Relations:

No.

4,

L.

A

Bertrand,

"A

Structural

Role Theory Perspective

December

1968, pp. 4

1

Analysis

for

of Differential

Patterns of Social

Rural Sociology," Rural Sociology, Vol.

1-423.

10

33,

Each type of role was tested on the above dimensions. The test was
of responses to questions regarding the way in which leaders
terms
in
behaved with regard to the issues outlined before. It was possible to do
this since the characteristics of the role were inherent in the nature of
their behavior. Also, relevant information was available for characterizing roles from the responses to questions of a personal-social nature
posed to interviewees.

When measured in terms of the structural dimensions outlined above,
was discovered that there were indeed differences in the three types
of roles identified. It was determined that the initiator type could be
characterized as: (1) having a fourth order range of reciprocality (in
that the role linked two or more complex organizations and various
neighborhood groups); (2) being unilateral (in that it was reciprocal
to only one type of alter-role); (3) being interorganizational (in that
the two actors were not members of the same neighborhood groups);
activity; (5) having a wide tolerance
(4) having a short period of
prescription of norms); (6) being of
little
was
range (in that there
great perceived importance (in that the "right" behavior was a driving
concern of the actors); and (7) being relatively abstract in nature (in
that the role was played by intuition rather than according to established
it

patterns).

the legitimizer type of communicator role had the
being multilateral (that is, reciprocal to two or
group setting); (2) having a third order range
same
the
in
more roles
(in that two groups were linked, a legitimizer -opinion leader group and
initiator-legitimizer interstitial groups); (3) being extramural (in that
elemental group but not organizational boundaries had to be crossed

By comparison,

characteristics of:

(1)

to fulfill role requirements); (4) being of intermediate duration; (5)
being of great importance (only matters of some concern were worthy
of legitimization); (6) being implicitly clear (in that the norms of
validation, while not explicit, do imply a degree of clarity).
In final contrast, the diffuser type of communicator role was determined to have characteristics of: (1) a second order range (that is,
only reciprocal to alters within the same elemental group); (2) being
omnilateral (that is, reciprocal to all alters within a group); (3) being
intramural (that is, played solely within a group); (4) having extended

periods of activity (in that there was possibility of more or less constant
interaction with one or another alter on the issue); (5) having a small
range of tolerance (in that concrete feelings and behavior had been
legitimized as correct and right); (6) being of great importance (again,
only matters of concern were worthy of diffusion); (7) being explicit
in nature (in that the behavioral implications of the message communicated were quite clear in meaning relative to future behavior of

members of the group).
The structural characteristics of the role played by opinion leaders
are shown in Table 2. These characteristics were determined by responses to questions included in the questionnaire administered.
Each of the 29 leaders was classified according to the communicator
role most often identified with him. Of the 29 leaders, nine were determined to be initiators, as well as diffusers and legitimizers (ap-

11

TABLE 2.—Characteristics

of the

Communication Roles Played by Opinion Leaders
Types of Communicator Roles

Structural Dimension
Structural distance

Range of reciprocality

Initiator

Legitimizer

Diffuser

4th Order
(from family to

3rd Order
(from family

2nd Order

another community)

to local

Multilateral
(several actors
in

community)

hood)

Multilateral

Omnilateral
(all

involved)

involved)

respect to

group

actors in

group

group

Interorganiza-

Orientation with

(from family
to neighbor-

Extramural

Intramural

Intermediate
period of

Extended

activity

activity

tional

boundaries

The temporal span
of roles

Permissive vs

mandatory behavior
Perceived importance
to

group survival

Clarity of

norms

Short period
of activity

period of

Wide

Intermediate

Small

tolerance

tolerance

tolerance

Great
importance

Great
importance

Great
importance

Relatively
abstract

Implicitly

Explicitly
clear

clear

proximately one-third), nine were grouped as legitimizers plus diffusers,
1 1 were categorized as only diffusers.
The determination of the variant characteristics of different classes
of communicator roles has implications for those who would bring
change to local communities. Obviously, initiator roles require and are
played in a social setting different from those associated with legitimizer
and diffuser roles. The former are played in a more open sophisticated
milieu than are the latter. The players of these roles have contacts and
are familiar with outside sources of information. Action agents should
therefore look for leaders who circulate and have contacts outside their
local areas, when seeking someone to initiate a fire prevention or other
message. The intimate setting of the diffuser role suggests that those
who play it have little outside contact.

and

The Personal-Social Characteristics of
Opinion Leaders
The previous discussion made it clear that opinion leaders played
important communicator roles in local areas. It was also brought out
that the roles played were of distinct types which could be classified in
such a way as to predict the setting in which they would be played. The
purpose of the discussion which follows is to shed more light on the
leaders who play such an important part in the affairs of a given community. In this way, it can be determined what, if anything, separates
12

leaders from non-leaders and how leaders might best be approached by
fire control agents and others. Table 3 was prepared to show
comparison between leaders and non-leaders in the study community.
forest

Social Participation Scores of

Opinion Leaders

The measure of social participation used in this study was the extent
of an individual's voluntary participation in formal organizations. Such
participation was considered to be important because voluntary associations provide opportunity for social contacts as well as serve as
channels for informal communications.

A modified form of Chapin's social participation scale was used to
measure the degree of a person's participation in voluntary organizations.
The respondents were asked to give by name the organizations with
which they were affiliated. 17 The three components used in the scale
were (1) member, (2) attendance, and (3) office position or committee
member. Participation scores were computed by counting each component part of the scale as 1. Then, the score for each organization was
added to the other organization scores to derive the final social participation score.

The level of social participation reported by opinion leaders indicated most of them were not greatly involved in community organizations. However, by comparison with non-leaders, they were more
active in community affairs. The data in Table 3 shows the participation scores of leaders and non-leaders in the study area. More than threefifths of the leaders scored less than 10. By contrast, approximately 90
per cent of the non-leaders scored this low. Close to one-fifth of the
leaders scored as high as 15 points, while just about two of every 100
non-leaders scored this high. The above findings indicate that opinion
leaders are more active in local organizations than the average person.
However, their relatively low level of participation suggests that existing
formal organizations may not be the best way to reach them. This conclusion has implications for action agencies. The agents of the latter
may well find it more effective to concentrate on contacts with people
through means other than existing voluntary associations.
Income of Opinion Leaders
Income, as the term is used here, refers to the total income received
during the year preceding the interview. This included net farm income,
non-farm income, spouse's income, and income from all other sources.
Information related to income was obtained via the questionnaires
completed for the leaders and non-leaders in the study locale. Eight of
the 29 opinion leaders would not reveal their income to the interviewers.

The distribution of the leaders reporting their income revealed that
a large proportion of them by comparison with non-leaders had incomes
17 According

to Chapin an organization means "some active and organized group."
but not necessarily in the community or neighborhood of residence
See: Social Participation Scale, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1953.
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7.0
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0.0

17.9

8
9-11
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12.4

31.0

12

31.0

23.9
26.9

24.2

18.9

6.9

21.6

13,
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more

Income
Less than $2,000
$2,000-$2,999
$3,000-$4,999
$5,000-$6,999
$7,000-over

44.9

19.4

No

27.6

14.9

information

6.9

10.4

3.4

12.9

10.3

20.8

of $5,000 or more. This indicates that leaders are likely to be the more
successful members of a community. However, despite the generally
high incomes of opinion leaders (by local standards) about one out of
every seven of them reported family incomes of less than $3,000. Yet, by
comparison, three of every 10 non-leaders had incomes less than $3,000.

Age

of Opinion Leaders

Age

regarded as an important sociopsychological and sociological
is often related to leadership. 18 Table 3 presents the age
distribution of the opinion leaders identified. These leaders' mean age
was determined to be 55 years, as compared with 51 for non-leaders.
Only 10 per cent of them were as young as 30 to 39 years and none of
factor

is

and

18 Ralph
M. Stodgill, "Personal Factors Associated With Leadership:
(January 1948), pp. 35-7 1.
of the Literature," Journal of Psychology,

XXV
14
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Survey

them were under 30 years of age. Almost one out of five non-leaders was
between 30 and 39 and 10 per cent of them were less than 30. Approximately two out of every five of the leaders were 60 years old or older, but
less than one-third of the non-leaders were this old. It can be concluded
from this pattern of age distribution that age does, in fact, play a part
in leadership.

Education of Opinion Leaders
In the present study, the number of years of formal schooling completed was used as a measure of education for the opinion leader. More
than half (55 per cent) of them reported 12 or more years of schooling.
Just 45 per cent of the non-leaders had this much schooling. Only 14
per cent of the leaders had completed as little as eight years of education, but 30 per cent of the non-leaders had not gone beyond the eighth
grade. For the most part, the opinion leaders were better educated than
the non-leaders. This fact, although expected, has implications for the
roles they play.

Length of Residence of Opinion Leaders

Length of residence was another characteristic of the leaders that
was considered important. Ninety per cent of the local opinion leaders
had lived in the study area for 10 or more years. However, only nine
were life-long residents. Only two of the 29 leaders had been residents in
the local area less than 10 years. By comparison, almost two-thirds of the
non-leaders had lived at least 10 years in their present locality. Just 13
per cent of them were relative newcomers, that is, residents of the
neighborhood for three years or less.

Other Characteristics of Opinion Leaders
Other personal-social characteristics of opinion leaders were deterthe interviews made, although no comparisons with non-leaders are available. Among these were their occupation, number of acres
of land operated, acres of timber owned, and number of cattle owned.
The occupation of leaders was classified into three categories on the
basis of a social prestige scale. The high prestige occupational category
included professionals, managers, and small business owners. The middle
occupational group included persons in sales or clerical work and
craftsmen or foremen. Semi-skilled and unskilled workers were classed
as belonging to the lowest prestige occupational class.
The occupation prestige ranking of leaders is presented in Table 4.
It may be seen that more than two-fifths of them were employed in the

mined by

TABLE 4.—Prestige of Occupations of Opinion Leaders
Number

Occupational Classification

High

13

Middle

10

Low
Total

15

Per Cent

6

44.8
34.5
20.7

29

100.0

six leaders were classified in the lowest
prestige occupations. Most of the leaders maintained employment outside of the neighborhood area. It was also noted that most of the
leaders' primary duties at work were oriented toward people rather

high prestige occupations. Only

than things.

Land ownership was regarded

as

another important characteristic

of opinion leaders. As shown in Table 5 only two did not own land, and
both of these were ministers. Half of the remaining number owned 101
or more acres of land. Approximately one out of every five owned over
200 acres.
Eighty-five per cent of the local leaders owning land reported some
timber on their holdings. The mean number of acres of timber reported
was 82.2. The amount of land in timber ranged from 8 to 1,400 acres.
Further analysis of the data revealed that there was a strong positive
relationship between the number of acres and the amount of land in
timber. That is, as the number of land acres increased, the number of
acres devoted to timber increased.
Some two-thirds of the leaders indicated they

owned cattle. Eight
reported having no cattle, 17 said they had less than 50 head of livestock, and two reported owning 50 or more head.

TABLE 5.—Land Ownership by Opinion Leaders
Size of

Number

Holdings

Per Cent

None

2

6.9

1-50 acres

7

24.1

51-100 acres
101-200 acres
20 1 or more acres

7

24.1

8

27.6

Total

The Relationship of Communication Roles

5

17.3

29

100.0

to

Persona -Social Characteristics
I

It was considered important to determine if the leaders playing a
particular combination of communication roles differed from other leaders in personal-social characteristics. The small numbers in each group
necessitated caution in the interpretation of the data. Nevertheless, it
was possible to make case observations and to test for significance in the

differences noted.

In terms of social participation scores, leaders playing initiator as
well as other roles appeared to be more involved in community affairs.
That is, more of them had scores of 10 or above. Those playing both
legitimizer and diffuser roles ranked second in this respect, while those
playing only the diffuser role ranked last. Actually no leader identified
as only a diffuser scored as high as 15 points, although three initiators

and two

legitimizers scored at this level.

also found to vary with the type of communicator role
played by the leaders. Over half of the initiators were below the age of
50 years while only one-third of the legitimizers and just over one-fourth

Age was

16

of the diffusers

fell

in this age category. In contrast, only four initiators
six legitimizers and six diffusers were in

were over 60 years of age, but

age range.
educational attainment of leaders varied less than was true for
most of their characteristics. For example, about the same number of
leaders in each type of communicator role group had obtained 12 or
more years of schooling. The only difference noted was in those attending or not attending college. No leader playing a diffuser role had
attended college, while one-third of the initiators and more than twofifths of the legitimizers had schooling beyond high school. All of the
initiators had at least nine years of schooling, but two legitimizers and
two diffusers had completed eight or less years of education.
The length of residence reported by leaders appeared to vary with
type of communicator role played. For example, all of the legitimizers
and diffusers had lived in the study community for 10 or more years.
However, two of the nine initiators had resided in the community for
less than 10 years.
The pattern of relationship between the personal-social characteristics of leaders and their communicator roles is not too clear from the
findings of the study. However, there is some evidence that initiators,
this

The

legitimizers,

and

diffusers differ in their characteristics.

Opinion Leaders' Feelings About Forests and Forest

Fires

One

of the major objectives of the study was to determine the feelings and opinion of leaders about forests and woods burning. Toward
this end, each of the leaders interviewed was asked a series of questions.
Non-leaders were queried on the same points, so that comparisons might
be made. The findings of this part of the study are presented below.

Opinion Regarding the Seriousness of Forest

Fires

Respondents were asked if they considered forest fires a serious
problem in the local community. In response to this question only 12
per cent of all the interviewees (leaders and non-leaders) said that the
forest fire problem was an extremely serious matter. In contrast, more
than 70 per cent implied by their answers that they did not feel the
problem was serious. When the respondents were divided into leadership and non-leadership groups, it was discovered that a larger relative
number of the former considered forest fires to be a serious problem.

TABLE

6.

—Leaders' and Non-Leaders' Opinions Toward the Seriousness of the Forest
Fire

Problem

in the Local

Opinion Statement

Community
Leaders

Non-Leaders

(N=29)

(N=201)

Per Cent

A very serious matter

Per Cent

17.2

11.4

Moderately serious

24.1

14.4

Not very serious
Not serious at all

27.6
31.1

24.0

100.0

100.0

Total

17

50.2

Table 6 reveals that over two-fifths of the leaders felt there was some
reason to be alarmed about woods burning. Just over one-fourth of the
non-leaders expressed the same feeling. This difference is not statistically significant, but does suggest that leaders are more aware of fire as a
problem than the average local resident.
It was considered worthwhile to ask the respondents whether or not

number of

forest fires in the area could be reduced.
frequent answer given was that fires could be
reduced to some extent. Interestingly, more than one-third of the leaders
felt woods burning could be reduced quite a bit, as contrasted with
about one-fifth of the non-leaders. On the other hand, almost one-fourth
of the non-leaders felt the fires could not be reduced, while only approximately one-seventh of the leaders expressed such a pessimistic view.
Again, it appears that leaders have the more informed view. This
finding provides some basis for optimism with regard to programs
channelled through opinion leaders.

that the
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and Non-Leaders' Opinions Toward Reducing
Fires in the Local Community

the

Leaders

Opinion Statement

Number

Non-Leaders

(N=29)

(N=201)

Per Cent

Per Cent

34.4

20.4

Somewhat
Not at all

50.7

53.3

14.9

24.3

No answer

0.0

2.0

100.0

100.0

Quite a

bit

Total

General Orientation

of

to Forest Resources

It was considered appropriate to attempt an overall appraisal of
informants' views toward forest resources. In order to do this, a sixitem Guttman scale was developed. 19 The agree-disagree response items
which were scaled included the following.
to worry about the woods because nature will
1. You don't have
always take care of the trees.
2. The future of the area economy lies largely in the development

3.

4.

5.

6.

of forests.
Firing the woods is an established custom that should not be
regulated by law.
Firing the woods doesn't really get rid of bugs and snakes and
other pests.
Most of the timberland around here looks all grown up because
it isn't burned often enough.
Grazing is a lot better when the land is burned off every year.

19 This scale was derived from the original set of items on the basis
of a coefficient
of reproducibility of 0.905. For a description of the Guttman scale, see S. A. Stouffer
et al., Measurement and Prediction, New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1950,

Chapter

3.

18

By means of this scale, it was possible to analyze the interviewers'
responses to several items at the same time and rank them according to
scale scores. Those with the lowest scores were considered most favorably oriented toward the forests; those with the highest scores were
considered most unfavorably oriented. An individual with a high score,
for example, felt: that firing the woods should not be regulated by law;
that the woods didn't need any special care; that the future of the area
economy did not lie in the development of forests; that firing the woods
got rid of bugs, snakes, and other pests; that the local timberland looked
all grown up because it was not burned enough; and that grazing was
better when the land was burned every year.
Both local opinion leaders and non-leaders in general had high
scores on the scale. This meant that attitudes toward the woods and
forest fire prevention are relatively unfavorable. This pattern of responses may help explain other behavior patterns. There is no doubt
that it is related to the high incendiary rate. It also is an indication that
many feelings about fire are deep-seated and will be difficult to change.
The only conclusion which can be drawn from the above finding
is that education alone is not the key to solution of the forest fire problem. The latter was evident in the respondents' answers to questions
regarding the availability of fire prevention information. More than 85
per cent of the interviewees revealed that educational material about
the woods was readily available to them. In addition, two out of every
three respondents indicated that they had heard some kind of fire
prevention message in the last six months. However, little evidence was
found to indicate such exposure had affected the fire occurrence rate.
In fact, an increase in the fire occurrence rate was apparent.

Summary and

Implications

This study was undertaken to shed light on the problem of communicating fire prevention messages effectively. Specifically, an attempt
was made to: (1) Identify local community influential as opinion
leaders in a high incendiary community;
(2) determine whether or not
these leaders played communicator roles within their
localities; (3)
ascertain the nature of communicator roles played by leaders,
if such
roles were indeed found; (4) determine the personal-social
characteristics of leaders, and (5) determine the feelings of leaders
about forests

and

forest fires.

The
1.

findings of the investigation

may be summarized

Opinion leaders can be readily

identified

as follows:

and located

in rural

communities.
2. Community opinion leaders definitely play communicator roles
which have relevance for fire prevention programs.
The communicator roles played by local opinion leaders are
3.
of different types and each type is played in a different setting. Initiator

played by local leaders serve to link local area with the outside.
serve as the port of entry for new ideas and ways. Legitimizer
roles serve to validate and reinforce the worthiness or unworthiness
roles

They
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of the innovation to local persons. Diffuser roles are the vehicle through
which the validated message is disseminated to the rank and file of

community membership.
most likely to be played in a gesellschaft or
impersonal setting, where interaction is not necessarily based on intimate face to face association. Diffuser roles, by contrast, are most often
played in gemeinschaft or primary group settings. Legitimizer roles
are intermediate in terms of the social relations within which they are
4.

Initiator roles are

expressed.

Local opinion leaders, in the community studied, were likely to
be older, to be better educated, to participate more in community organizations, to have larger incomes, and to own more land than the
average head of a household. Opinion leaders were also in fairly prestigious occupations, and many of them worked away from home. They
also had resided in their areas for a considerable length of time on the
5.

average.
6.

tion,

There

is

not too

age, education,

much

relationship between the social participaleaders and the type of

and income of opinion

communication role they primarily play.
7. Opinion leaders exhibit more concern about

forest fires

and

forest

resources than non-leaders, but they are not greatly worried over such

problems.

The above findings, when considered in the light of previous studies,
have important implications for forest fire prevention. To date, programs of prevention have not been too successful, primarily because the
proper vehicles for transmitting messages have not been utilized. This
study indicates a need for a more precise identification of opinion
leaders in terms of the communicator roles they could potentially play.
It is evident that the flow of communication is more complicated
than has been indicated in previous studies. The discovery of different

communicator roles makes this obvious. Since each different
type of communicator role is played in the context of different reference groups, these roles must be and are different in their make-up.
message will only be successfully communicated when it is translated
types of

A

through all communicator roles. Wherever the message might originate,
it must be introduced, legitimized, and diffused locally.
The study also provided clues for identifying local opinion leaders.
It was determined, in addition, that these leaders tend to be more
sophisticated than others in their area. They participate more, are
wealthier, and have more education. Thus it could be expected that
they would be more likely to listen to and understand a fire prevention
message. However, they will have to be sold on its worth to them and
their neighbors, and this calls for strategic approaches on the part of
those interested in reducing forest fires.
There is no attempt in this study to provide exact guidelines as to
how local opinion leaders can be recruited to sell fire prevention in their
areas. However, the findings presented point strongly to the opinion
to the communication of effective fire prevention
messages and provide some clues as to the ways and means by which
these leaders might be recruited for such a role.

leader as the key

»
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